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Letters 


Opinion: Long-term care residents deserve 
time with families 


Family members have not been permitted to spend time together within LTC 
homes, except in limited circumstances. 
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It is now more than 100 days since most Saskatchewan long-term care (LTC) residents last had face-to-face contact with their 
family members. PHOTO BY BRANDON HARDER /Regina Leader-Post 





It is now been more than 100 days since some Saskatchewan long-term care (LTC) residents last had 
face-to-face contact with their family members. In this excruciating wait, many families are suspended 
between hope that a new vaccine for COVID-19 will soon be available and despair at the end no one 
wants to think of. 


STORY CONTINUES BELOW 
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Care home visit during COVID-19 pandemic. PHOTO BY BRANDON HARDER /Regina Leader-Post 
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Even in Saskatchewan, one of the provinces with the lowest level of COVID-19 spread, LTC is last on the 
list to reopen, at a date currently predicted to be no earlier than June 2021. There is relief in provisions 
for window visits at some homes, and in the recent move to allow residents to visit their family members 
outside, but that relief will end with the first snowfall or the next wave of community-borne infection. 


The rest of us, living outside LTC, have had choices about how to ride out the pandemic. Whether aged 
25 or 85, and whether in congregate housing or a stand-alone residence, those of us living outside LTC 
have been able to shop for groceries, order takeout, visit relatives, and spend time with small groups of 
people. 


Among LTC residents, similar choices have been very seriously limited. Family members have not been 
permitted to spend time together within LTC homes except in limited circumstances. Many homes 
suspended acceptance of gifts, food, and mail — tangible signs of family members’ concern and affection 
— at the outset of the pandemic. 


There are very serious risks to LTC residents during the pandemic. These risks are directly related to 
community transmission. Once COVID-19 begins to spread in the community, there is a much higher 
likelihood that it will also spread in LTC. Unless LTC becomes a completely closed system, community 
spread will continue to create risk. 


One LTC home in France avoided a COVID-19 infection during the worst period of community 
transmission by asking non-symptomatic staff to voluntarily live with the residents for a full month. This 
proved to be an extremely effective infection control strategy. Yet, even in Canada’s worst-affected 
provinces, no one has suggested that staff members be asked to permanently relocate to LTC homes to 
mitigate the potentially devastating effects of COVID-19 in LTC. To mandate such an approach obviously 
compromises employment rights and the human right to integrity of the family. LTC residents and their 
families implicitly understand the importance to our society of upholding these rights and accept the 
associated risks. 
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STORY CONTINUES BELOW 


A few days into the pandemic, public health officials determined that, on the balance, it was in the 
interest of the common good to suspend the right to integrity of the family until there was a more robust 
strategy to address the risks to LTC residents. A few weeks in, this still seemed a reasonable approach in 
consideration of the risks, even if many were already beginning to call it into question. But three months 
in, the balance of risks and benefits has shifted considerably. Approximately one third of Canadian LTC 
residents are expected to die each year. This means that, in the last three months, more LTC residents in 
Canada would have been expected to die of causes other than COVID-19 than have so far died of COVID- 
19. 


Canada’s framework on palliative care, which calls for attention to LTC, says “palliative care is respectful 
of, and responsive to, the needs, preferences and values of the person receiving care, their family, and 
other caregivers.” The International Declaration of Human Rights says that the family is the natural and 
fundamental group unit of society and is entitled to protection by society and the State. Canada has made 
significant national commitments to protect the integrity of the family. It is time to bring those 
commitments to bear in guiding public health policy for LTC. Otherwise, tens of thousands of Canadian 
LTC residents will die deprived of the basic human right to be with their family members in the last 
months of their lives. 


MORE ON THIS TOPIC 


Paulette Hunter is an associate professor in the Department of Psychology at St. Thomas More College, 
University of Saskatchewan. 
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